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Abstract
The aim of this study is to develop a tool to identify elements of perceived work contexts with the aim to improve career 
development practices. We think that to understand how the transfer of experience occurs, it is necessary to comprehend the
features of work contexts as well as the tasks and work activities in which a person is engaged, in order to propose effective
career development practices. This article focuses on the construction and validation of an inventory of work contexts
because, to our knowledge, no French-speaking tool exists.
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1. Introduction
A significant number of studies in different areas of psychology and ergonomics have demonstrated the 
specific, contextualized nature of occupational activity and competency. However, the notion of work context,
while abundantly present in the literature, is in practice still generally absent from the area of career 
development.
Therefore, the aim of this study is the construction of an inventory of perceived work contexts, the 
psychometric validation of this tool and the verification of its convergent validity with a scale measuring the 
meaning of work, as it has been shown in the literature to be linked to career development.
In day-to-day practice, career development support could be improved through this tool. An instrument that
takes work contexts into account would provide an additional help for counselling.
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2. Theoretical concepts and issues 
It is commonplace today to stress the situated and distinctive character of action, and many authors (Barbier, 
Mallet & Parmentier, 2000; Conein & Jacopin, 1994; Leplat, 2000; Suchman, 1987) have emphasized the 
influence of local conditions and the importance of work contexts in the way an activity is carried out and in the 
way it evolves. Furthermore, psychological studies of skills have stressed their specific and contextualized 
natures (Barab & Plucker, 2002; Huteau, 1997; Rey, 1996; Troadec & Martinot, 2003; Wagner & Sternberg, 
1985). Thus, skills transfer may be compromised because they are often linked to the conditions and contexts in 
which they were developed. We therefore consider work situations as being composed not only of a variety of 
tasks and their related activities, but also of features of the environment and the specific conditions in which they 
take place, which we call work contexts.  
Thus, taking the elements of work contexts into account is indispensable in the analysis of work and 
experience. However, the notion of work context, while present in the literature, is still generally absent from the 
practical measures taken to assist career development. Taking the idea that the work situation cannot be reduced 
to mere tasks, but that it has a powerful impact on the course of work activity (Pignault & Loarer, 2008), we 
postulate that the effectiveness of practices assisting career development could be improved by taking work 
context into account. 
Several studies (Brown, 2002; Sagiv, 2002; Knafo & Savig, 2004; Segers et al., 2008) have shown the link 
between values and meaning of work on the one hand, and the strategies of career development on the other. 
According to Morin (2006), "the meaningfulness of work is defined as the effect of the coherence between what a 
person is seeking from work and how the work being undertaken is perceived by the person" (p. 26; our 
translation).  
The present study deals with the possible links between the perceived contexts and the meaningfulness of 
work, which are both important elements of career development.  
The main hypotheses of this research is that the perception of work contexts is linked to the meaning of work 
and could therefore been taken into consideration in the practices of career development. We did not consider the 
"general work context" (for example remuneration or time spent in traffic), only elements directly linked to the 
tasks being undertaken. Despite the fact that the separation of activity and context may appear incoherent, we 
isolated several contextual features which could enrich the analysis of the experience and the construction of 
professional careers. We first isolated elements of the contexts which are common to jobs that are very different 
in their tasks (step 1). After this listing of contextual elements, a structured inventory of work contexts was 
constructed and validated (step 2).  
3. Method 
3.1. Step 1  Analysis of work situations and identification of elements of work contexts 
The first group of jobs we studied were in the domain of teleworking. After consultation of relevant 
documents (job descriptions, position profiles), we conducted semi-directive interviews with 14 teleworkers. On 
this basis, a content analysis and a first identification of contextual elements was done. Recruitment officers and 
7 additional teleworkers validated these results. We finally kept 14 contextual elements of teleworking. 
The second group of jobs were those of industry operators. First we conducted open and systematic 
observations in 4 industrial enterprises. We used several methods of position analyses, the Position Analysis 
Questionnaire (PAQ) of McCormick (Loarer, Vrignaud, & Loss, 1999), the Job Analysis Survey 
(Fleishman, 1992) and the method of critical incidents of Flanagan (1954). The collected data resulted in a list of 
contextual elements. In the next step, we carried out 20 semi-directive interviews with production operators in 
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order to refine the list of contextual elements. After a content analysis, a second group of interviews carried out 
with 9 operators allowed a stabilisation of the data.  
The same methods were used to collect contextual elements of a third group of people working in logistics 
jobs. Position analyses were conducted in 4 different enterprises and storerooms, interviews were done with 7, 
and after a preliminary content analysis, with 12 logistics operators. 
3.2. Step 2  Construction and validation of an inventory of work contexts 
Based on these first results, the collected items were submitted to a group of 3 experts in the field of industrial 
and organizational psychology. Only the 40 items which got the best agreement from the experts were selected 
for the construction of the inventory (for example: "Being allowed to take initiatives", "Having the possibility to 
rely on my colleagues"). This inventory was given to 239 subjects (see Table 1) who had to rate every item on a 
Likert scale in 5 points, ranging from "completely disagree" to "completely agree", according to the importance 
they thought the item has in a professional context. The answers from this sample were used for the structural 
analyses of the present study.  
Table 1. Description sample 
 
N=239   
Sex Men: 51.5 Women: 48.5 
Age Mean: 34.8 Sdt Dev: 12.3 
 
A partial sample of 155 persons who had the same general characteristics as the main sample also took the 
scale on meaning of work developed by Morin (2006, 2008). This scale is composed of 30 items (for example: A 
job which is meaningful is ... "a job which does not interfere with my private life", "a job where my competencies 
are acknowledged"). Subjects had to answer with a similar Lickert scale on what was meaningful in their job. 
4. Results 
4.1. Step 1  The different dimensions and contextual elements 
We kept the contextual elements which were observed and cited by the whole group of employees, without 
distinction of sector or job. This allowed us to identify 7 different contextual dimensions (see Table 2). 
 
Table 2. Contextual dimensions which were common to the jobs under study 
 
 
Temporal Organisation 
origin of the work rhythm, duration of the work cycle for a unit of intervention, number of work cycles, 
frequency, origin and type of interruptions, possibility to work in advance and consequences, access to 
indicators of time and performance 
Organisational Structure and 
Relations to Others 
relationships with superiors, peers, clients, and contacts, portion and nature of individual work / team work, 
organisation in the work team, existence of conflicts, of competition, support to solve problems 
Level of Variety or Routine number and variety of tasks, number of operations during one cycle, variety of information, frequency of 
changes in instructions 
Level of Control or Autonomy means of control on objectives and means, number and form of instructions, management of hazards, 
possibility to take initiatives  
Level of Complexity complexity of machines / tools used, technicity of the product or of the work done, frequency of changes 
(tools, materials, information) 
Pressure Sources number, origins and types of interruptions, quota to be realised, conflicts, competition, number of incidents 
and type of recourse in case of incidents 
Work Environment  
o Material 
o Physical 
o Security 
 
place / space, movements 
sounds, lights  
weights to carry, risk of accidents 
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4.2. Step 2  Structural analysis and convergent validity of the inventory  
The different items of the 7 dimensions of the work context inventory were analysed. We found that some of 
them had low indices of discrimination (rit<.20) which showed that they didn't distinguish participants very well. 
Furthermore, a principal components analysis with varimax rotations showed that the expected theoretical 
structure was not completely confirmed and that some items loaded the same way on several dimensions. For 
these reasons, i.e. small saturations and discriminations, 5 items were withdrawn from the analyses. It is 
important to mention that among these we had the two items of the "Routine" dimension which therefore was not 
integrated in the structural analysis of the inventory. 
In order to verify the matching of the structure of the remaining 6 dimensions, structural equation models were 
applied to the data with the Amos 19.0 software (Arbuckle, 2010). As the dimension "Environment" had 3 sub-
dimensions, an auto-correlated model with 3 subscales was used. 
The 6 remaining dimensions all had an adequate matching with the theoretical model (see Table 3) and exceeded 
or were very close to the acceptability threshold (Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989).  
As the dimensions were considered to be mutually independent, no model integrating the 6 factors was 
analysed. For all dimensions, a factorial score was created which took into account the factor loadings of all the 
work context items. These individual scores on each of the dimensions were used as indicators of the perception 
of the work contexts. 
Table 3. Structural equation fits for the six dimensions of Work Context Inventory  
 
Dimensions GFI AGFI Chi2/df RMSEA CFI NFI 
Temporal 
Organisation 
.996 .964 1.72 .055 .997 .994 
Organisational 
Structure 
.979 .958 1.38 .040 .984 .944 
Autonomy 
Complexity 
Pressure 
Work 
Environment  
.973 
.991 
.988 
.974 
.951 
.955 
.939 
.937 
1.35 
2.13 
2.91 
1.81 
.039 
.069 
.090 
.058 
.973 
.970 
.955 
.970 
.907 
.948 
.935 
.938 
 
The meaning of work scale was found to have a very strong internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha = .94). The 
results of the analyses confirmed preceding studies (Morin, Archambault & Giroux, 2001). An individual work 
meaningfulness score was therefore calculated for every subject (see Table 4).  
 
Table 4. Meaning of work scale 
 
 Mean Std Dev. Min. Max N Alpha 
Meaning of Work 125.2 14.0 46 150 155 .94 
In order to test the hypothesis of a link between perception of the work contexts and meaning of work, several 
linear hierarchical regression analyses were applied to the data. They all provided the same results; the 
dimensions "Structure", "Autonomy" and "Pressure" explained 62% of the variance of the meaning of work 
scale. The other dimensions of the inventory didn't influence the meaning of work. In order to provide a global 
overview of these analyses, Table 3 presents the results of a linear regression analysis which integrated all the 
dimensions (enter method). It is to be noted that, as one could expect, the results of the analyses didn't vary, 
whether we took a global score of the "Environment" dimension or the three sub-scales (Material and Physical 
Work Environment and Security). 
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Table 5. Regression analysis of the six dimensions of Inventory Job Context on SDV 
 
Dimensions b beta t 
(Intercep) 
Temp. Organization 
120.41 
.42 
 
.02 
101.12* 
.44 
Organizational Structure 3.61 .24 3.74* 
Autonomy 
Complexity 
Pressure 
Material Env. 
Physical Env. 
Security 
5.30 
1.65 
-5.68 
.65 
1.19 
.28 
.33 
.07 
-.32 
.02 
.07 
.02 
4.94* 
1.25 
4.26* 
.42 
1.15 
.29 
     *: p<.001 
5. Discussion and limitations 
In the present exploratory study, which to our best knowledge is the first dealing with this topic, we found a 
link between the perception of work contexts and the meaningfulness people give to their work. The observation 
of positions and interviews with employees of 3 different sectors revealed 7 cross-sectorial dimensions of work 
contexts. A questionnaire of 40 items covering these 7 dimensions was elaborated, every item describing for an 
individual the importance of the different facets of the work context. A sample of 239 subjects took this 
inventory. Item analyses and exploratory factor analyses confirmed the existence of 6 out of the 7 dimensions. 
The "Routine" dimension, which had two items, could not be confirmed as discriminant of subjects' perceptions 
of work contexts. Three other items which were too general and loaded on nearly all the dimensions were 
eliminated from the analyses. Content analyses of these 5 items showed a posteriori that their formulation did not 
allow ascribing them specifically to one dimension. This was for example the case for the item: "Being allowed 
to choose between sitting and standing", which was initially an item of the dimension "Physical 
Environment" but was found to load also on the dimensions "Complexity" and "Degree of autonomy". 
The structural analysis of the 6 remaining dimensions (minus the 3 items which were removed) confirmed the 
theoretical structure, fit coefficients being at least acceptable. The utility of these dimensions in describing the 
perception employees have of their work environment was therefore validated. Nevertheless, the dimensions that 
were found during the first phase of the present study (step 1) may not be the only ones and additional 
observations and interviews in other sectors may be needed to find other contextual elements not taken into 
consideration in this study.  
Considering that meaning of work has already shown to have link to career development (Brown, 1996, 2002), 
the present study showed that it has in addition a link with the perceptions of the work contexts. Participants who 
scored higher on the dimensions "Organisational Structure and Relations to Others" and "Autonomy" also gave 
the most meaningfulness to their work, the reverse being true for the dimension "Pressure". These three 
contextual dimensions have been extensively researched in the field of organisations (de Terssac, 1992; Clot & 
Stansfeld & Candy, 2006). As early as 1955, Meyerson defined work as "an action more and more 
accomplished, not by isolated individuals, but by groups of people, assembled and recruited in the first place for 
technical reasons, but then associated through diverse and complex human relations" (p. 3; our translation). 
Today, it is clearly acknowledged that collective groupings give meaningfulness to work (Desriaux, 2008) and 
that the contemporary fragmentation of work collectives (Clot, 2011; Dejours, 1998) gives rise to psychosocial 
risks. Autonomy is linked to the choice people perceive to have regarding their actions. Autonomy provides 
meaningfulness when employees consider themselves as actors in the work situation. Autonomy is close to the 
concept of job decision latitude of Karasek (1979), which is an important element of personal development and 
wellbeing at work. Finally, it appears that the sources of pressure in the work situation can be linked to the 
quantitative and/or qualitative demands of the work content itself, organisation and relationships. In our 
inventory, the possible causes of pressure are linked to the modalities of control of the work done by employees 
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and to human relationships in the contexts of work. It is interesting to note that this dimension is linked to the 
meaningfulness of work, but also to the more general problem of health and wellbeing in the workplace. 
The present study confirms the hypothesis of this research even if some limitations have been put forward. A 
structure of the perceptions of the work contexts has been elaborated and a tool has been validated (except for the 
dimension "Routine" as explained above). The latter makes it possible to categorise the dimensions of work 
contexts and to measure at an individual level those that are important for people for them to feel they are in the 
right place in a given work situation. It also allows consideration that context may be linked to career 
development. The inventory could be an additional tool for accompanying the professional development of 
people. But it is important to not consider it as the last word in this domain. Even if the structural analyses 
support our hypothesis, the different scales have internal consistency coefficients ranging from small to medium 
(respectively, from .79 to .48). This is due to the fact that indices of discrimination of some items are small 
(rit<.40). Therefore the inventory of work contexts cannot yet be used to practical means. A more important 
number of items should be generated in order to allow a more precise choice for each of the dimensions in order 
to construct a final scale. 
6. Conclusion 
The present study, in describing dimensions of professional contexts, achieved the construction of a 35 items 
French inventory of perceptions of work contexts. Its use as a practical intervention tool is however still 
premature. Nevertheless, it could constitute the core of the development of further replications and extensions 
especially as its relevance as a tool to accompany career development is promising.  
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